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his essence and being.1 He publishes to the world an
impartial register of his good and bad qualities, his virtues,
his vices, his whims and absurd imaginations, his physical
characteristics and the details of his hygiene and habits.
' What shameless self-exposure, what impertinent
twaddle!' the seventeenth century thought, and in-
vented the word ' egoist' to describe him. Montaigne,
like Machiavelli, has added a term of reprobation to the
vocabulary of Europe.

It is not only Montaigne's lack of decorum, the fact that
he published things which Pepys would have hid in his
deepest cipher; it is the triviality also, the want of
dignity of many of his avowals that has startled Posterity,
and still rather disconcerts his admirers. Why tell us
that he is fond of sitting with his feet up and scratching
his ears, that he has hairy legs, and is so greedy that he
often bites his tongue in eating ? Why should he describe
his bed-clothes and night-cap, the filling and emptying
of his body, and his deportment on the close-stool ?
There is nothing in the world we can put beside the
' bald, grizzled portrait' of himself with which Montaigne
so surprisingly presents us. All subsequent autobio-
graphies and confessions seem in comparison reticent,
wanting in detail, idealized and insincere. Walt Whitman
has come nearest to him, but Walt Whitman's Song of
Myself is a mere sketch compared with Montaigne's
life-size picture. Montaigne was perfectly aware that he
was doing a strange and unprecedented thing; that he
was writing, as he says, the only book of its kind in the
world. His act was no mere freak or whim ; he was, as
Sainte-Beuve has called him, the wisest of Frenchmen,
and he did what he did in full possession of his faculties.
We cannot, therefore, explain away this deliberate act

1 All the passages of autobiography and self-description in
Montaigne's Essays and Travels have been collected and admirably
arranged in The A utobiography of Michel de Montaigne, by Marvin
Lowenthal (Routledge, 1935).